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KINSHIP 

(Some more concepts) 

 

Principles of Kinship by Robin Fox; 

1. Women bear children - Gestation 

2. Men impregnate women - Impregnation 

3. It is Men who usually exercise control - Authority 

4. Primary kins do not mate each other - Incest Taboo 

 

Kinship emerges only with reference to a particular person. A nephew has surely some uncle, 

a grandfather has some grandson. 

 Any study in Anthropology is incomplete without an elaborate description of kinship.  

 Extensively studied by Irravati Karve and Kathleen Gough  

 (Antnropolohy – Kinship = Nothing) 

 

Kinship (Classifications):    

Classificatory System: Designated calling for each person like mama, chahcha, poofa etc  

   Poofi, Maasi, Chachi, etc… Chechera, Mosaira etc 

Descriptive System:  Single calling for all…Uncle, Aunt, Cousin 

 

KINSHIP TERMINOLOGY 

 

Ego: The individual who forms the central reference point in a kinship diagram. 

Stock: All descendents of a common ancestor. 

Kindered: The totality of matrilateral (kins traced from mothers side) and patrilateral (kins 

traced from fathers side) kins recognized by a person. 

Cognate : People sharing a common ancestor. 

Agnate: When common ancestor is male, it is agnate. 

Uterine: When descent is traced through female line. 

Siblings: Children of the same parents  

 

The Hindu Succession Act, 1956, has incorporated the following kinship terms: 
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 Agnate: One person is said to be an “agnate” of another if the two are related by blood 

or adoption wholly through males. 

 Cognate:  One person is said to be a cognate of another if the two are related by blood 

or adoption but not wholly through males. 

 Full blood:  Two persons are said to be related to each other by full blood when they 

are descended from a common ancestor by the same wife. (Kids with same parents) 

 Half-blood: Two persons are said to be related to each other by half-blood when they 

are descended from a common ancestor but by different wives. (Kids with same father 

but different mothers) 

 Uterine blood: Two persons are said to be related to each other by uterine blood when 

they are descended from a common 

ancestress but by different husbands. (Kids 

with same mother but with different father) 

 

Parallel Cousins/Kins: Children of siblings of the 

same sex as children of brothers or children of 

sisters. Parallel cousins can be Matrilineal i.e. 

children of Mother’s sister (Khala) or Patrilineal i.e. 

children of father’s brother (Chacha). 

Cross Cousins/Kins: Children of siblings of 

opposite sex as children of brother(s) and sister(s). 

Cross cousins can be Matrilineal i.e. children of 

Mother’s brother (Mamaji) or Patrilineal i.e. children 

of father’s sister (Poofi). 

 

 

Collateral: Parallel cousins in a group are called collaterals. These collaterals reckon the same 

ancestor but not in a direct line. Example, Ego and Ego’s cousins. Collateral is opposite to 

lineage wherein direct line is highlighted. 

Corporate group: All patrilineal, matrilineal and collaterals together constitute the corporate 

group. 

Clan (gotra): It is a unilineal kin group which is exogamous, claims descent from a common 

ancestor. Clans are further subdivided into a number of lineages where the descent can be traced up to 

a limited number of generations. 

  

Phratry: Any grouping or association of clans which recognize some relationship to each 

other. 

Figure 1  The Metamorphosis of Kinship by 

Maurice Godelier 
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Moieties: It is a specific form of phratry in which society is divided into two groups based on 

any principle such that there is a dual organization of the whole. 

Descent: Descent is sociological affiliation of children to their parents. A rule of descent 

affiliates an individual with a particular group of kin through known or presumed common 

ancestry. Descent rules determine group membership, inheritance of property, and succession 

to titles and offices. A rule of descent affiliates an individual with a particular group of kin with 

whom he is especially intimate, and to whom he is privileged to turn first for certain kinds of 

services including support and help that he cannot demand of other kin. 

Some definitions: 

(i) “Descent refers to a cultural principle whereby an individual is socially allocated 

to a specific group of consanguineal kinsmen” Murdock 

 Members trace their origin from single, real ancestor, not mythological, who 

happen to live in the past. 

 The ancestor is living, a reality. 

 Members united by blood ties though can include adopted and fictive kins. 

 Usually exogamous. 

 Consanguineal group, means that members are united by blood ties.  

(ii) “A descent group is an arrangement of persons that serves the attainment of 

legitimate social and personal ends”  Meyer Fortes 

Descent Groups: A set of kins who claim their descent from a common ancestor, real or mythical, 

constitute a descent group. It is a corporate group which exists in perpetuity and continuity, such as a 

clan/gotra. 

Types of Descent: 

1. Patrilineal Descent: Descent is traced in the male line from father to son. It includes 

at least ego’s siblings, father, father’s siblings, and the children of the men in the 

group. Father’s sister’s children belong to her husband’s group. 

  

2. Matrilineal Descent: Descent is traced in the female line from mother to daughter. 

Includes both male (mamaji) and female relatives of mother (khala), mother’s mother, 

mother’s mother’s mother. 

 

3. Bilateral Descent: In some societies descent is traced to two ancestors- male and 

female- called bilateral descent. The attributes are transmitted equally through both 

parents. For reckoning it creates problem. For example, a person has two parents, four 

grandparents, eight great grandparents, sixteen great grandparents,’…etc. 

 

4. Unilateral Descent: The members of this descent group trace their origin to a single 

ancestor. Usually father’s side is prioritized as the father’s surname passes to the 

children. (Socail Anthropology: Doshi and Jain) 
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KINSHIP USAGES 

Kinship usages or the rules of kinship are noteworthy in understanding: 

 Social Groupings and their creation like family, extended family, clan etc 

 Role of relationships is governed. Example, how should a sister behave with her 

brother-in-law etc 

 Defines acceptable role relationships. 

 Marks and limits the role of relationships. 

Some of these kinship usages are: 

Avoidance: 

It means that two kins normally of opposite sex should avoid each other. There are prescriptions 

of modesty in speech, dress and gesture in a mixed company. Thus a father-in-law should avoid 

daughter-in-law. The purdah system in Hindu family in the north illustrates the usage of 

avoidance. 

 

Joking relationship: (Reverse of Aviodance) 

A joking relationship involves a particular combination of friendliness and antagonism 

between individuals and groups in certain social situations. In these situations one individual 

or group is allowed to mock or ridicule the other without offence being taken. The usage of the 

joking relationship permits to tease and make fun of the other. It may account to exchange of 

abuse and vulgar reference to sex. 

E.g. between Devar-Bhabi, Jija-Sali, Mother-in-law and son-in-law. 

 

Teknonymy: 

According to this usage, a kin is not referred directly but is referred to through another kin. In 

a traditional Hindu family wife does not directly utter the name of her husband but refers to her 

husband as the father of so and so i.e. a wife does not utter the name of her husband but refers 

to him as the father of so and so. Likewise the husband also refers to his wife or calls her in the 

presence of others as the mother of so and so. 

Eg in Khasis Chintu ki Maa, Rahul k papa, Oh my household 

 

 

 

 



SOB 651  Dr. S. I. Mujtaba 

Kinship in India 

Avunculate: 

It refers to the special relationship between a man and his mother's brother. This usage is found 

in a matriarchal system in which prominence is given to the maternal uncle in the life of his 

nephews and nieces. The maternal uncle (Mamaji) has more obligations than his father. 

Amitate: 

The usage of amitate gives special role to the father's sister. Here father's sister is given more 

respect than the mother. Among Todas the child gets the name not through its parents but 

through the father's sister, which is her privilege. 

 

Couvade: 

The usage of couvades prevalent among the Khasi and the Todas tribes makes the husband to 

lead the life of an invalid along with his wife whenever she gives birth to a child. He leads a 

pretended sickly life along-with his wife during her post-delivery period. 

He refrains from the active work, takes diet and observes some taboos which are observed by 

his wife. According to Malinowski the usage of couvade contributes to a strong marital bond 

between the husband and wife. 

  

 

2.2 

LINEAGE (vansh) 

Kinship refers to the line from which descent is traced. This is done by looking into fathers’ 

line or mother’s line or from both the lines. Some definiotions: 

“As a general rule, we may say that a lineage consists of persons who can indicate by 

stating all the intermediate links, common descent from a shared ancestor or ancestress”   

- Erikson 

“A lineage, is a unilineal descent group whose members trace their descent from a 

common ancestor through an accepted sequence of known linking antecedents”1 

Characteristics: 

 Group of people who link themselves to a common ancestor. 

 Usually the numbers of generations traced is 5-10. 

 Strict exogamy is practised. 

 Members of a vansh are treated as brothers and sisters. 

                                                             
1 https://www.umanitoba.ca/faculties/arts/anthropology/tutor/descent/unilineal/lineages.html 

 

https://www.umanitoba.ca/faculties/arts/anthropology/tutor/descent/unilineal/lineages.html
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 Members have common rights. 

 Somewhere a strong footing for socio-politics. 

 

A lineage group consists of all the members of a lineage alive at a given time. An agnatic 

lineage consists of a male ancestor, and all his descendents through males of three, four, five, 

or ‘n’ generation. Here, a woman belongs to her father’s lineage but her children do not. Lineage 

is different from clan as in a clan a person is assuming that he has descended from a person but can't 

establish the exact source of origin - imaginary identity - people belonging to a clan don't marry. In a 

clan people assume shared descent from an ancestor/ancestress without being able to enumerate all 

these links. 

 

Forms of Linegae:  

Lineage refers to a body of people who are arranged together on the basis of common blood 

linkage, a special type of blood relationship that is bringing people together. In a patriarchal 

society father and daughter are sharing blood relationship but still daughter is not part of 

father’s lineage group. Anthropologists consider that descent or lineage refers to a special kind 

of blood relationship that unifies people together. 

Unilineal: Unilineal is tracing descent from one sex, either male (patrilineal) or female 

(matrilineal). A system of determining descent groups in which one belongs to one’s 

father’s or mother’s lineage. Both patrilineality and matrilineality are types of unilineal 

descent. 

Patrilineal (or agnatic) systems, in which the relationships reckoned through the father are 

emphasized. 

Matrilineal (or uxorial) systems, in which the relationships reckoned through the mother are 

emphasized. 

 

Non-unilineal: Non-unilineal form is when for some purpose it is patrilineal while for some 

purposes it is matrilineal. In non-unilineal system the society recognizes both the patrilineage 

and the matrilineage but assigns to each a different set of expectations. For example, the 

inheritance of immovable materials, such as land, may be the domain of the patrilineage, while 

the matrilineage controls the inheritance of moveable objects such as livestock, cash, jewellery. 

In ambi-lateral systems, patrilineal and matrilineal principles both operate at the societal level, 

but at the level of the individual various rules or choices define a person as belonging to either 

the mother’s or the father’s group. In some ambilateral systems, marriage broadens one’s choice 

of lineage to include those of one’s mother- or father-in-law. Bilateral or cognatic descent 

systems reckon kinship through the mother and the father more or less equally. 

 

Kin group membership: 

There are 6 possible ways of kin group membership as: 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/patrilineage
https://www.britannica.com/topic/matrilineal-society
https://www.britannica.com/topic/matrilineal-society
https://www.britannica.com/topic/lineage-sociology
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i. Patrilineal Kins: Membership from father’s lineage unilineally. 

ii. Matrilineal kins: Membership from mother’s lineage unilineally 

iii. Double/Duo-lineal/Bilineal kins: When descent is traced both in the father’s line as 

well as in the mother’s line for different attributes. Like movable property from one 

parent and immovable from other. 

iv. Cognatic Kins: Resources transmitted  through kins on both mother’s and father’s side  

v. Parallel kins: Men transmit to their sons and women to their daughters. 

vi. Crossing/Alternating kins: Men transmit to their daughters and women to their sons.   
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FUNCTIONS OF LINEGAE GROUPS IN INDIA 

Lineage is considered as the heart and soul of Indian social life. Despite India’s exposure to 

technological and industrial modernity, descent plays a significant role in the life of people.  

 GS Ghurye: Different lineage groups bringing together a multi-civilisation thereby 

making India a land of pluralism. However, all these descent groups imbibe common 

rules of marriage, common food behaviour, common cultural, religious ideology 

radiating from Hinduism and that made Indian society a land of diversity.  

 

 Indologists look into the role of descent in defining marriage, family and kinship in 

India. In Northern India an individual is not allowed to marry in his father’s group or 

mother’s group, father’s brother’s group, mother’s mother group, own group (in one’s 

own village) driven by rules of extended kinship.  

 

 Ghurye indicated that ‘Gotra’, ‘Charna’ brings unity among people who are 

geographically dispersed and these two groups are exogamous groups. Regional 

variation in kinship offering different prescriptions for rules of marriage are discussed 

in detail why various sociologists who consider marriage in case of India is not a matter 

of preference, rather it is driven by rules of descent and kinship.  

 Kinship or descent are foundation to caste is the argument forwarded by Gail Omvedt 

wherein she considers that people belonging to similar descent group are located in a 

given region where they worship to their common ancestors, follow common way of 

life and when the size of descent group expands, they migrate to different areas but still 

carry their identity. Therefore caste is nothing but an expanded descent system that 

maintains its boundary, distinguishing itself from the other caste.  

 

 Andre Beteille indicates association of man and kinship is so strong in India that voting 

behaviour is driven by kinship rather than on the basis of merit. In all the political 

parties of India kinship is the primary source of political recruitment. Thus democratic 

polity in India is engaged in social and cultural reproduction.  

 

 Krishna Kumar points out that the influence of kinship on the life of man is so intensive 

that “behind any corrupt man there is present an ambitious family”. He goes on to 

say that industrial recruitment greatly takes place on the basis of kinship rather than on 

the basis of merit. 

 

  In case of India family/kinship offers ideological, economic, infrastructural support to 

individual to determine the nature of occupation. In conclusion it can be said that the 

role of descent and kinship not only determines the private sphere of an individual’s 

life like marriage, family, household, gender role, rituals but also has great influence 

over his public life like occupational selection, political participation and identity 

formation.  
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 In our country the bureaucratic bosses and political leaders miss no 

opportunity to recruit their kinsmen in government and public sector 

jobs. 

 Production in big business houses like Tattas, Birlas etc is supervised 

by kin based executives. 

 Role of dynasties in politics. 

 Creation of Cabinet births in in consideration of kin relations. 

 Tickets for election contesting likely go to kins, lineages etc.   

 

  Kinship and Gender: Females as mothers, sisters, wives, daughters’ etc not as 

independent women.  

 Appear as resources controlled by men. 

 Burnt alive, witchcraft 

 1930 Bombay University debarred a women from appearing an undergraduate 

degree for being a women. 

 Globalization: Women for advertisements, attraction, promotion. IPL 

cheerleaders, etc.  

 

 The main linkage among the members of a lineage is common participation in ritual 

functions like birth, death, marriage, etc. 

Therefore the role of descent and kinship has changed very little under the influence of 

modernity in India and so while studying social transformation one cannot afford to ignore the 

same. 

 

2.2 

CLAN/GOTRA AND PHRATRY 

Clan  

 The word clan is derived from clan meaning children or progeny. 

 Clan (gotra): It is a unilineal kin group which is exogamous, claims descent from a 

common ancestor. Clans are further subdivided into a number of lineages where the 

descent can be traced up to a limited number of generations. 

 In Anthropology, clan is a group of people all descended from a common ancestor, in 

fact or belief. 

 In a clan a person is assuming that he has descended from a person but can't establish 

the exact source of origin - imaginary identity - people belonging to a clan don't marry. 

In a clan people assume shared descent from an ancestor/ancestress without being able 

to enumerate all these links. 
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 “A clan is a named unilineal descent group: i.e. a body of persons claiming common 

descent from an ancestor (often mythical) and recruiting the children of either male or 

female members but not both”… Duncan Mitchell  

 The ancestor  may be  

 Human 

 Human like 

 Animal 

 Plant  

 Inanimate object (When this “ancestor” is non-human, it is referred to 

as a totem, which is frequently an animal.) 

Clans preceded more centralized forms of community organization and government; they are 

located in every country. Members may identify with a coat of arms or other symbol to show 

they are an independent clan.  

Ritual occasions are marked by sacrifice offered to the clan deity which were the 

congregations after the decent group of the clan. Rituals reinforce the system particularly the 

imitation rituals and the public worships of the clan deity. Clan becomes the legal sanction and 

regulates the activities of its members. The chief therefore acts through relation to a clan and 

not as an individual. 

Functions: 

 Mutual assistance and protection: The blood of the clan is my blood, 

 Control over members Anti-socials out 

 Legal function: sanctions there 

 Exogamy Marriages arranged outside 

 Property 

 

 

 

Gotra 

In Hindu society, the term gotra means clan. It broadly refers to people who are descendants 

in an unbroken male line from a common male ancestor or patriline. 

The Gotra group of Hindus represents a clan which are larger and geographically more 

dispersed. These may be having common totemic name, following common values, and may 

be having a common ritual taboo against eating the flesh of the totemic animal. 

It broadly refers to people who are descendants in an unbroken male line from a common 

male ancestor or patriline. Generally the gotra forms an exogamous unit, with the marriage 

within the same gotra being prohibited by custom, being regarded as incest. Milton Singer 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Patriline
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Exogamy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Incest
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The name of the gotra is strictly maintained because of its importance in marriages especially 

among high-caste Hindus. 

Gotra originally referred to the seven lineage segments of the Brahmans (priests), who trace 

their derivation from seven ancient seers: Atri, Bharadvaja, Bhrigu, Gotama, Kashyapa, 

Vasishtha, and Vishvamitra. Together called Saptarishi…triarishaye…panch….sapt,.. 

When a person says “I am Kashyapa-gotra,” he means that he traces his descent from the 

ancient sage Kashyapa by unbroken male descent. 

People within the gotra are regarded as siblings and marrying such a person would be thought 

of as taboo. {sagotra…same gotra} 

Phratry:  

Any grouping or association of clans which recognize some relationship to each other. 

 

“Grouping of clans which are related by common traditions of common descent” 

Phratry is larger than clans and may be including people scattered over relatively larger areas 

among whom it is not possible to trace relationship without bringing in a mythical common 

ancestor. 

Moieties: It is a specific form of phratry in which society is divided into two groups based on 

any principle such that there is a dual organization of the whole. 

  

. 

2.4 

KINSHIP BONDS IN NORTH AND SOUTH INDIA 
. For purposes of describing the kinship systems found in India, Irawati Karve (1953: 93) 

identified four cultural zones the Northern, the Central, the Southern and the Eastern zones. 

The northern zone, according to Karve, lies between the Himalayas to the north and the 

Vindhya ranges to the south. In this region, the majority of the people speak languages derived 

https://www.britannica.com/place/Atri
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Siblings
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from Sanskrit. Some of these languages are Hindi, Bihari, Sindhi, Punjabi, Assamese and 

Bengali. In such a large region, we cannot say that there is one kinship system. The differences 

of language, history and culture bring about a high degree of variation within the region. We 

may, however, try to look at the pattern of kinship organisations of the communities in this 

region on the basis of broad and general features. 

This kinship system is present in Hindi speaking belt and also in areas where Aryan culture influence 

is substantive. It includes West Bengal, Orissa and Bihar. In North India kinship systems, the rules of 

marriage is highly exhaustive because a large body of people are excluded from alliance relationship. 

One cannot receive women from his mother’s group or mother’s mother group, father’s mother group 

and from within his own village. Hence exogamy is quite exhaustive and marriage involves not intra-

family ties but inter-village ties. Residential system is very Virilocal (bride lives with husband’s father’s 

group) type. In North Indian kinship father – son relationship precedes over husband – wife relationship. 

Sociological studies in various parts of North India show that social groups, such as 

patrilineage, caste, subcaste provide the basis for cooperation or conflict among the people. We 

now discuss these groups. 

I. Patrilineage: We can say that broadly speaking kinship organisation in North India is 

based on unilineal descent groups. When the lineage membership group is traced on the 

basis of shared descent in one line, we call it a unilineal descent group. In North India, we 

have mostly patrilineal descent groups. This means that the descent is traced in the male 

line from father to son. Members of patrilineages cooperate as well as show antagonism in 

various situations. Let us see how this takes place in terms of a) cooperation, b) conflict 

and c) inheritance of status and property. 

a) Cooperation 

Members of a patrilineage cooperate in ritual and economic activities. They 

participate together in life cycle rituals. In settlement of disputes, the senior men of 

the lineage try to sort out the matter within the lineage. Cooperation among lineage 

members is strengthened because they live close together in the same village. As 

the farm-lands of lineage members are normally located in the same village, they 

set up their houses almost next to each other. In this situation, there is constant 

exchange of material resources from the household of one member to another. This 

pattern of cooperation is amply described in the studies of kinship patterns in North 

India by Lewis (1958: 22-23), Minturn and Hitchcock (1963: 237), Beremen (1963: 

173), Nicholas (1962: 174). In terms of theoretical approach to the study of kinship 

we can say that these studies follow the descent approach because they examine the 

pattern of cooperation and conflict in descent groups. 

 

b) Conflict 

Lineage members help each other, but conflict also characterises kinship relations 

among them. For example, T.N. Madan (1965: 201) shows how in a Kashmir 

village, rivalry among brothers leads to partition of the joint family. Later, this 

rivalry takes more intense form in the relationships between the children of brothers. 
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c) Inheritance of Status and Property 

From one generation to the next, transmission of status and property takes place 

according to certain rules. In North India, these generally pass in the male line. In 

other words, we have a predominantly patrilineal mode of inheritance in North 

India. For this reason, composition of patrilineage becomes very important. Thus, 

the lineage fellows cooperate for economic and jural reasons. They share jural rights 

and therefore they cooperate in order to keep the rights. However, they also fight 

among themselves about who is to get more benefits from those rights. Pradhan 

(1965) has described how the Jats and other landowners of Meerut and other 

districts around Delhi have a certain portion of the village lands and how it cannot 

be transferred out of the lineage. To keep the land within the lineage, its male 

members have to remain united. Thus, it becomes a main principle of their social 

organisation. Let us now discuss the second kinship group. 

II. Clan: A lineage is an exogamous unit, i.e., a boy and a girl of the same lineage cannot 

marry. A larger exogamous category is called the clan. Among the Hindus, this category 

is known as gotra. Each person belongs to the clan of his/her father and cannot marry 

within the clan or gotra. One usually knows about the common ancestor of lineage 

members as an actual person. But the common ancestor of a clan is generally a mythical 

figure. The members of a lineage live in close proximity and therefore have greater 

occasions for cooperation or conflict. Common interests or action do not characterise the 

relationships among clan members because they are usually scattered over a larger 

territory and their relationships are often quite remote. These relationships do become 

significant only in the context of marriage. That is why we will discuss this point once 

again in section 8.5.3 on marriage rules. 

 

III. Caste and Subcaste: Besides lineages and clans, the kinship system operates within the 

families of the caste groups, living in one village or a nearby cluster of villages. As castes 

are endogamous, i.e., one marries within one’s caste, people belonging to one caste group 

are kinspersons in the sense that they are already related or can be potentially related to 

each other. Caste-fellows generally come forward to help each other when others 

challenge their honour and status. They may also hold rituals together and help each other 

economically. 

Sub caste is the largest segment of caste and it performs nearly all the functions of caste, 

such as endogamy and social control. In this respect, we can say that the internal structure 

of the subcaste would provide us the framework within which we can see the operation 

of kinship system. The members of a subcaste cooperate as kinspersons. They, depending 

on the context, work together as equals in the sphere of ritual activities and political allies 

in socioeconomic activities. As Vidyarthi (1961: 53-57) has shown in the case of a very 

small subcaste, one may trace one’s relationship with most members of the subcaste. On 

the other hand, in the case of a subcaste spreading over many villages, one may be limited 

to maintaining relations with only a part of the total number of kin. Klass (1966) in his 

study of marriage rules in Bengal calls this part of the total as one’s ‘effective jati’ i.e., 
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those people of the sub-caste with whom one actually has relationships of cooperation or 

conflict. 

Among the subcaste kin, we should also include those related to a person through 

marriage. Here, generally a person’s kin through mother are called uterine kin and 

those through spouse are known as affinal kin. These relatives are not members of 

one’s family or lineage or clan. They are expected to help and support each other 

and, actually do so when an occasion arises for such an action. While a person 

belongs to only one lineage, one clan or one subcaste, he would always have a string 

of relatives who do not belong to his lineage/clan/subcaste. 

Here we should mention how sociologists, following the descent approach to study 

kinship systems, try to explain the fact of special place of the relationship between 

a person and his/her mother’s brother. For example, A.R. RadcliffeBrown (1958) 

went to the extent of coining a new term to express this relationship. Following the 

principle of filiation (i.e., the relationship between a father and son in the case of a 

patrilineal society), a person’s relationship with his mother’s brother is to be 

understood by the idea of filiation on mother’s side or the principle of 

‘complementary filiation’. Without going into further details about this theoretical 

issue, we would like to tell you that those following the alliance approach like to 

explain the same fact in terms of repetition of intermarriage through generations. 

 

IV. Fictive Kin: We should also mention, in passing, the recognition of fictive kinship 

among villagers. Often, people, who are not related either by descent or marriage, 

form the bonds of fictive kinship with each other. We find the evidence of such a 

practice in many tribal and village studies. You may refer to the studies by B. 

Bandopadhyay (1955), L. Dube (1956), S.C. Dube (1951), S.K. Srivastava (1960) and 

L.K. Mahapatra (1968, 1969). On the basis of common residence in a village in North 

India, unrelated individuals may usually behave like brothers.  

Mahapatra (1969) points out that fictive kinship is a mechanism to provide even 

such kin who are not ordinarily found in a particular situation. For example, in 

North India where village exogamy is a normal practice, it is rare to find a brother 

to a daughter-in-law living in the same locality. She can get a brother only through 

a fictive relationship. In urban context, you must have frequently come across small 

children who call any older man ‘uncle’ and an older woman ‘aunty’. This shows 

how easily we make use of kinship idiom in our day-to-day behaviour towards total 

strangers. These transitory relationships do not however assume much importance 

in terms of actual kin ties and behaviour associated with them. 

 

 

South Indian kinship systems 
This type of relationship system is largely present in all southern states and some of its 

influence is also largely noticed in pockets of Maharashtra and Orissa. The states of Karnataka, 

Andhra Pradesh, Tamil Nadu and Kerala arc generally considered as South India where the 

languages of the Dravidian family are spoken. Kerala is though distinct. In southern India 
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kinship systems, no distinction is made between patrilineal or matrilineal. Though these are 

patrilineal and patrilocal families are dominant, but matrilineal and matrilocal families are also 

present e.g, Nayyars Kerala. 

In southern India kinship systems, no distinction is made between patrilineal or matrilineal 

,therefore father's brother is equated with mother's sister's husband and both their children 

being parallel cousins so no marriage is allowed between them . To its contrast father's sister's 

group is equated with mother's brother's group, hence mother's brother is equivalent to father's 

sister's husband. Moreover, specific patrilineal kins are equated with specific matrilineal 

Kins. In South India father is equated with elder brother, mother is equated with elder 

sister, daughter is equated with younger sister and son is equated with younger brother 

and subsequently/correspondingly terminologies are adjusted. These terminologies speaks 

about love for younger, respect for elders cutting across generational principles.\ 

Exogamy is not exhaustive like in North India.  The relationship between husband and wife is 

not subdued to father – son relationship as in case of North India. Hostility of relationship 

between the in laws driven by suspicion is also weak in South India. 

 

 Lineage: Patri-lineal and matrilineal as well 

 Marriage: There are: 

Some practice Polygyny: Nayars, Asari  

Some practice both Polyandry and polygyny : Todas  

 Kin relationship via females, daughter, mother, sister, mother’s mother, 

mother’s sister, sister’s daughter 

 Absence of companionship between husband and wife and absence of 

closeness between father and children. 

 Women are economically independent.  

 In case of South India cross cousins marriage take place and so exogamy is 

not exhaustive like in North India. The relationship between husband and 

wife is not subdued to father – son relationship as in case of North India.  

 

 

Clan organization and marriage rules: 

1. Each clan possesses the name of some animal or a plant or some other object. 

2. A person from one clan can seek a spouse from another clan except his own. 

3. In marriage, there is not only the rule of clan exogamy but also the exchange of 

daughters. 

4. The exchange of daughters many kinship terms are common.  

Nanad=Bhabi      Sala=Beanhoi 

5. Marriage between maternal parallel cousins (children of two sisters) is not 

permissible. 

6. Sororate Marriage is practiced.  

7. There is a system of preferential mating in the South. Mostly first 

preference is given to elder sister’s daughter followed by father’s sister’s 
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daughter and then to mother’s brother’s daughter. Now the uncle-niece 

practice deceasing… 

8. Taboo: A man cannot marry his younger sister’s daughter. Levirate is taboo.  

And also one can’t marry his mother’s sister’s daughter. 

9. Marriage dependent on chronological age difference. As a marriage between a 

grandfather and a granddaughter is possible. 

10. Marriage strengthens existing bonds. 

11.  A girl moves freely in her father-in-laws house.   

 

Comparison between Kinship system of North and South India 

1. Unlike North, in South there is no or little difference between family of orientation 

(family of birth) and family of procreation (marriage).  

 

2. The blood and affinal kins are thus not very clear in South as in North. 

 

3. In North India kinship systems, the rules of marriage is highly exhaustive because a 

large body of people are excluded from alliance relationship.  

 

 

4. In south, the blood and the affinal kins may be same. 

 

5. South has kin organizations according to age categories like elder younger (Tam=self; 

pin =after, mum= before) 

 

6. In the north sapinda marriage is prohibited, whereas in the south cross-cousin marriage 

has the status of a preferential marriage. 

 

7. South = Chronology focussed   

North= Generational divisions. 

 


